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Introduction

Mordecai Kaplan and of Eliezer Schweid are both towering intellectuals of great
influence. They share important commonalities. Both men can be considered heirs and refiners
of both spiritual Zionism and Wissenschaft des Judentums. In their lives and their work, both are
committed to Jewish life that is relevant, meaningful, guided by and expressive of ethics and
values that are at once deeply Jewish and substantively universal. Both share an appreciation for
breadth of Jewish civilization and its cultural products and a certainty that meaning can be mined
from them. Both are open to Jewish religious expressions, either in their traditional structures if
and as they continue to meet contemporary needs or, as necessary, in a reconstructed fashion.
Both are committed to what Kaplan called “worldwide Jewish peoplehood,” the idea that Jews in
Israel and around the world share both a past and a future together and are bound up in each
others’ well-being.

Yet significant differences exist between these thinkers, created significantly by the
milieus within which they wrote and thought. The nearly fifty-year age difference and their
primary locations had significant impact on their orientations and approaches. Mordecai Kaplan
was born in Lithuania in 1881 and immigrated with his family to America in 1889. He himself
was representative of the vast wave of Jewish migration from Eastern Europe to America.
Kaplan received both a traditional Jewish and a rich classical secular education, and in addition
to becoming a rabbi, pursued graduate level studies in the social sciences. He especially aimed to
influence the children of his peers—second-generation American Jews raised in an open society
and educated m public schools in democracy and the scientific method.

Eliezer Schweid is equally representative of the founding generation of Israelis. Born in
Jerusalem as the child of ideological olim, he was raised in Labor Zionist schools, was active in
youth movements, fought in the War of Independence, and founded a kibbutz shortly after the
establishment of the state. Schweid’s academic studies were at the Hebrew University with
gianis of the early university and his work has been oriented toward Israeli society as well as
toward scholars of Jewish studies.

Perhaps the most notable difference between these two thinkers is around Zionism.
Schweid has devoted a significant part of his intellectual life to investigation of Jewish culture in
the service of building up the Jewish state. Even as he lives out the ideals of spiritual Zionism,
his biography expresses the reality and the goals of political Zionism, and even as he affirms
Diaspora existence, he maintains that Jewish identity in the modern and postmodern era can most
fully be realized in Israel. Kaplan lived in Israel for two extended periods and was a committed
Zionist throughout his life, but deeply in the spiritual mold. He was mistrustful of statehood
before 1948, worrying about how religion married to state power could create a theocracy that
would alienate Jews around the world and that a preference for identity over democracy would
harm the rights of non-Jews. Before 1948, he preferred a commonwealth; after 1948, he was
frustrated by Ben Gurion’s program of mamlakhtiui, Though always oriented toward Israel,



Kaplan was ultimately a diaspora leader, and the greatest bulk of his energy was applied to
building up vital Jewish identity in the United States. However, in spite of these differences,
Schweid and Kaplan are united in their shared understanding that the lives and destinics of both
Israeli and Diaspora Jews are bound up in each other.

An obvious divergence between Kaplan and Schweid is their primary category of
interpretation. Schweid organizes his analysis through the investigation of modern Jewish
culture. Kaplan’s primary argument is that Judaism should be understood as the evolving
civilization of the Jewish people. Both men value and accommodate the other’s preoccupation,
even as they prioritize their preference in their analyses.

Schweid notes that the same Hebrew word, farbut, can signify both “culture” and
“civilization.” He explains:

‘Civilization’ refers to the material infrastructure of each human society——its
tools, economy, technology, administration, and political organization, while the
primary meaning of ‘culture’ is cultivation, improvement, refinement. This word
thus comes to distinguish between what nature provides by natural growth and
what human beings adduce by cultivation and improvement in order to realize
their aspirations and satisfy their needs.!

Though Schweid is most interested in how culture refers to “the totality of [a society’s] self-
expression, the external articulation of inner human experience” than civilization’s “material
framework,” he acknowledges that they are inter-related and are even “two different ways of
manifesting the very same powers.” He concludes that, in the end, “the distinction between
“culture” and “civilization” is only a matter of choosing the directions of expression of those
same spiritual forces found in humanity, and the balance between them.”

Schweid’s discussion of civilization belies the influence of Kaplan’s sociologicaily
informed analysis on the generations of thinkers that followed him.? Kaplan introduced an
understanding of Judaism as a civilization as the foundation of the Reconstructionist approach.
The centrality of this concept to his thought will be communicated through a brief survey of the
aspirations of Reconstructionism.

Reconstructionism
Mordecai Kaplan sought to revitalize Judaism in response to the impact of modernity on

Jewish life and Jewish self-understanding and the unprecedented openness that American society
presented to the masses of Jews who had emigrated from Eastern Europe in the decades around
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the turn of the twentieth century.* Since the early nineteenth century, modernity and the prospect
of social integration had created both opportunity and crisis for Jews living in democratic
societies, and no religious, political, or social movement had been able to stem the resulting
fragmentation of the Jewish community and of Jewish self-understanding. In Reconstructionism,
Kaplan strove for a positive, modern explication of Judaism that would be compelling to
American-born Jews and would help to reestablish a premodern sense of Jewish unity.’ Kaplan
focused on securing the well-being of the Jewish people, declaring in a 1909 speech that “the
future of Judaism demanded that all Jewish teaching and practical activity be based on the
proposition that the Jewish religion existed for the Jewish people and not the Jewish people for
the Jewish religion.” Kaplan called this radical shift his “Copernican revolution.”®

Out of this insight, Kaplan developed Reconstructionist ideology centered around the
definition of Judaism as the “evolving religious civilization of the Jewish people.” An ideology,
Kaplan believed, could transcend institutions and mitigate their negative attributes. More
generally, it could compete with such universalist ideologies as socialism or ethical culturalism
or homogenizing ideologies as the American “melting pot.”” Beyond a rationale, Kaplan sought
to articulate an approach or “methodology” that could be applied by Jews across Jewish life—
those within different denominations, cultural Jews, Zionists—in their planning and
programming efforts.®

Reconstructionism posited that modern Jews in America lived in two civilizations, the
Jewish one and the American one, and that these civilizations could mutually and beneficially
influence one another. “Civilization” spanned the full spectrum of Jewish life—religion, arts,
culture, philosophy, food, language, ethics, and more—and therefore provided multiple entry
points for Jews. In this model, culture is important but subordinate to the material framework.
So too, religion played a central but not singular role in defining Jewish identity. Understanding
that diversity was an inevitable and even welcome outcome of modernity, Kaplan prioritized
finding ways to legitimate ethnic, political and non-religious expressions of Jewish peoplehood
and to draw in marginalized or disempowered populations, including women.’

Most necessary in the process of adjustment to modernity, Kaplan asserted, was the need
to address scientific thinking and the processes of “reason” in relation to supernatural revelation.
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Reconstructionists rejected premodern assertions of authority based in revelation, along with any
claims of eternal truths. They deeply valued an immanent expression of God located in people
and considered the lived experience of contemporary Jews as valid as those of Jewish ancestors.
Judaism, they insisted, bad evolved over time; it was, in fact, the Jewish people, always seeking
after the divine in ever-changing ways, who remained the constant across history. To meet the
needs of modern Jews and to remain relevant in modern circumstances, they believed that
Judaism must change, as it had in the past, though this time with the advantages and even
obligations born of modern consciousness. One critical change they advocated was setting aside
the idea of Judaism as the pinnacle of cthical and religious development—and its corollary, that
the Jews were God’s chosen people-—out of the recognition that other religions, too, contained
universal truths.!® Schweid assesses Kaplan’s application of process theology, that is, the
rejection of supernaturalism and the retention, albeit reconstructed of God, prayer and rituals, as
“Kaplan’s most original contribution to modern Jewish philosophy.”!!

Equally important in the work of adjustment was coming to terms with the implications
of democratic practice in Jewish communal organization. In Kaplan’s mind, reli gion and
community were inextricably linked: a modern, reconstructed understanding of the Jewish
religion and a revitalized Jewish community democratically organized in an “organic” fashion to
include Jews in their full diversity could resolve the nagging question of Jewish “status” that had
been destabilized since Jewish emancipation. '

Reconstructionist ideologues, led by Kaplan, were vastly ambitious in their efforts insist
on a different Jewish identity than any that existed. They aimed to be modern in the face of anti-
modernist Orthodox; particularistic in the face of universalist Reform Jews; ethnic in the face of
those who would insist that Judaism was only a religion; religious in the face of secularists;
diaspora-affirming in the face of political Zionists; and as deeply connected with other Jews
around the world as they were with fellow Americans. These were their overarching aims.
Embracing the emergence of the individual as part of modernity, they presumed that how each
Jew personally worked out his or her identity would be according to his or her interests.
Reconstructionist ideologues hoped that this new approach to being Jewish, along with the
appropriate mechanisms to implement it, would carry the full heft of premodern understandings
of Judaism, helping each individual find his or her place in the universe as a Jew, a citizen of the
country of residence, and as a human being. As Schweid observes, Reconstructionism did not
presume a synthesis of inherited worldviews or modem ideologies that would require uniform
adoption. Rather, it championed a commitment to unity within diversity, which would be
achieved through the application of a Reconstructionist approach and the practice of pluralism.'?

In sum, Reconstructionism endeavored to come to terms with the full impact of
emancipation on world Jewry. The Reconstructionist approach could answer the challenge that
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rationalism presented to religion.' Religion itself could be radically redefined to have meaning
in a modern context, offering a source for “perceiving and enacting sanctity” as well as
“commitment to humanity’s moral goals.”" A supernatural God could be set agide as a
conception of the divine created by an earlier generation of Jews to meet their social and
religious needs. In its place, modern Jews could orient themselves toward a divine filtered
through a modern consciousness, a transnatural God of process, the Power that makes for
salvation.'s Furthermore, Reconstructionism would resolve the nagging question of Jewish status
that had been left unresolved since emancipation. By means of the metaphors of “civilization™
and then later “peoplehood,” Jews would once again understand themselves to be unified as a
whole in spite of—and even possibly by way of —their diverse interests, orientations and
identifications. Through the mechanism of the organic Jewish community, Jews would have a
way to govern themselves—to articulate and enforce standards of behavior communicating what
it meant to be Jewish in the modern era—that was democratic and thus legitimately authoritative.
Adoption and implementation of the Reconstructionist approach would create a positive Jewish
identity in the face of anti-Semitism and other challenges; it would vield satistying and
sustaining culture; it would help individuals to attain “this-worldly salvation,” that is, personal
and social fulfillment.!”

“Crvilization”

Kaplan believed that Reconstructionism’ ambitious goals could only be achieved by
means of a new conception of Judaism, that is, understanding it as a “civilization.” A,
civilization, Kaplan argued, included “that nexus of a history, literature, language, social
organization, folk sanction, standards of conduct, social and spiritual ideals, esthetic valyes.”!'$
Where Schweid separates out external and internal dimensions and objective and subjective
expressions in parsing distinctions between “civilization” and “culture,” Kaplan conflated them
to suit his own multiple purposes. '

Departing significantly from his intellectual mentor Ahad Ha-Am, who assessed reli gion
as no longer relevant to a modern sensibility, Kaplan declared that religion was central to the
Jewish civilization. He called it the “glory of the Jewish civilization,” the primary modifier
throughout Jewish history, and the assurance that Jews and Judaism would be oriented to the
highest possible ideals. However, “civilization” offered a more inclusive definition than a strictly
religious one and, indeed, could encompass mutually antagonistic religious viewpoints such as
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Reform and Orthodox approaches. In this way, it could function as a framework for Jewish
religious unity that had otherwise been elusive since the onset of modernity. “Civilization” also
ensured that no particular expression of Judaism could be put forward as the whole of Judaism.2°

In Kaplan’s view, “civilization” could potentially resolve several of the challenges of
modernity. Approaching Judaism as a civilization accommodated modern scientific thinking,
most especially anthropological applications of Darwinian evolution.?! By viewing the expanse
of Jewish history as the history of the Jewish civilization, modern Jews could come to understand
the extraordinary “self-transformation]s]” that Judaism had gone through, enabling it and the
Jewish people to adjust creatively to each new crisis and opportunity, thus ensuring survival.
Kaplan’s definition was largely consistent with the school of historical Judaism (Wissenschaft
des Judentums) out of which the Conservative movement emerged and which served as the
guiding mandate of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, where he taught. However,
“civilization” broke through Conservative Judaism’s paralysis around halakhic change. Judaism
as a civilization shifted beyond historical or academic consideration and carried the implications
of evolution fully into the present, asserting agency on behalf of present-day Jews and opening
up the possibility of religious strategies other than halakhah. Kaplan insisted that Judaism could
be consciously and actively altered to promote the survival of the Jewish people.?

At its core, the definition of Judaism as a civilization was a justification and even a
celebration of the diversity that characterized all of modernity, including the modem Jewish
community.? In its very amorphousness, it made space for diversity in the way that a religious or
cultural definition did not; indeed, Kaplan insisted that Jewish civilization could be strengthened
by heterogeneity of thought and practice.?* In his mind, this definition immediately invited a
greater degree of engagement than an exclusively religious definition, whether it was shaped by
Reform or Orthodox sensibilities, and also offered a means to validate activities pursued by
American Jews as Jews that did not fit into a strictly “religious” framework, including cultural
activities.”® “Civilization” expanded the boundaries of Judaism and Jewishness. Kaplan argued
that 1t was also positive for Judaism as a whole, since those individuals who might otherwise be
lost to Jewish life could, through their engagement, contribute their creative energies to the
Jewish civilization, thus saving modern Jewish life from sterility and eventual decline, and
stemming the ever increasing disorganization.*® Kaplan was addressing this expectation to
women as well as men, shattering a traditional perspective that valued only Jewish men as
“whole Jews” who alone acted in the public realm.?’

“Civilization” also provided Kaplan with useful language to rehabilitate the breadth of
Judaism. It promoted an understanding of Judaism as a “social heritage,” which he defined as
“the sum of characteristic usages, ideas, standards and codes by which the Jewish people is
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differentiated and individualized in character from the other peoples.” In a rare footnote, Kaplan
acknowledged that he was applying William Graham Sumnet’s definition of “ethos” to his
conceptualization of civilization toward the end of promoting a broader understanding of
Judaism than simply a religion.”® Deborah Dash Moore deftly suggests that this appropriation
was simultaneously a means for Kaplan to introduce “folkways” in place of mitzvot and part of
his larger effort in building up a social identity for American Jews that resembled the European
Jewish ethos.?’

The assertion that modern Jews belonged to a Jewish civilization as well as to the
civilization of which they were citizens aimed to resolve the post-emancipation question of
Jewish loyalty to the nation-state. In those countries like America where all individuals were
granted the rights of citizens, Judaism would necessarily be a “subordinate civilization,” and,
Kaplan acknowledged, American Jews would embrace their Jewish identities “provided they can
do so without surrendering the primary place in their lives held by Americanism.” Kaplan was at
the same time offering a model of “cultural hyphenism,” which he argued would be equally
useful for American Catholics as Jews, and raising Judaism to the same level as “Americanism”;
elsewhere, he asserted that “Judaism is but one of a number of unique national civilizations
guiding humanity toward its spiritual destiny.”*® Noam Pianko demonstrates how Kaplan,
borrowing from diverse sources in American political and popular thought, utilized “civilization”
to e:quatei Judaism with the “highest aspirations of American—indeed, universal humanitarian—
ideals.™

This, then, was what Kaplan thought would be the greatest potential for the use of the
term “civilization.” It could meet the deepest need arising from modernity’s impact, that is, a
new basis for “creative unity” predicated on democratic principles. JTudaism as a civilization
accommodated “diversity of belief and practice, for all forms of socially useful activity and all
types of group associations, without in any way impairing the organic character of Jewish life.”
In this conception, no individual would ever be required “to surrender his convictions, or to do
violence to his conscience.”? The Jewish civilization, widely embraced in a self-conscious
fashion, was bound to flourish, Kaplan imagined, just as the American civilization did.

Why “Civilization” over “Culture”

Kaplan opted for “civilization” in place of “culture” for many reasons, The latter term
was used with similar but not identical connotations by some Jewish philosophers of his period,
and was adopted by Israel Friedlaender, Kaplan’s friend and colleague at the Jewish Theological
Seminary and Ahad Ha’Am’s foremost disciple in America.** Milton Steinberg, Kaplan’s
student who published The Making of the Modern Jew at the same time as Judaism as a
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Civilization, preferred the term “civilization” for his treatment of Judaism, following Kaplan’s
analysis, but occasionally substituted the term “culture.” ** By 1947, Kaplan himself occasionally
used “civilization” and “culture,” interchangeably, though he always preferred the former. In a
1966 recording, “Questions Jews Ask: Reconstructionist Answers,” based on the 1958 book of
the same title, Kaplan responded to a frequent question about this preference by explaining that
“In recent scientific usage, ‘culture’ is virtually synonymous with ‘civilization,’ but in popular
speech... ‘culture’ has a much more limited meaning,” explaining that it retained Matthew
Arnold’s mid-nineteenth century definition from Culture and Arnarchy that focused on
individualistic rather than collective creativity. Culture, he felt, also tended to direct attention
away from religious expressions of Judaism toward exclusively secular ones such as scholarship
or the arts, which he considered as distorting as asserting an exclusively religious understanding.

The term civilization leaves no doubt as to the intent of our definition to include
not only those cultural values but also those institutions past, present and future
through which the Jewish people has exerted its collective will to live and create
or through which the individual Jew has expressed his will to live as a Jew in
cooperation with his fellow Jews. The Land of Israel, the Hebrew language, the
synagogue, Jewish welfare organizations are all a part of Jewish civilization,
though not a part of Jewish culture in the more limited sense of that term, 3°

In short, Kaplan understood civilization to be the more capacious and inclusive term.

Recent scholarship situates Kaplan’s choice within the broader American context and
explains why he was more attached to this language in the period before World War I than after.
“Civilization,” in wide usage since the nineteenth century, was attached to a discourse replete
with gendered and racial connotations.*® It was a primary cultural reference point in America’s
Progressive era, when Kaplan did much of his original thought work.>” Kaplan appropriated the
term toward his own ends, at the same time embracing and subverting many of the conventional
understandings of it within American and Western society.

Noam Pianko traces Kaplan’s shifting deployment of the term “civilization,” tracing the
ten-year period between 1918-1928 when Kaplan used the term in ways. Pianko unearths the
context contributing to Kaplan’s final determination on how to employ it, namely, the nationalist
debates of the era. He highlights those thinkers such as Horace Kallen, Randolph Bourne and Sir
Alfred Zimmern who argued for cultural pluralism (sometimes coded as “civilization™) and
against a German-inspired, homogenized “Kultur” nationalism that accommodated only one
national identity. Pianko points to a key entry in Kaplan’s diary from 1928 when Kaplan,
demonstrating a pragmatic approach, identified his ultimate interpretation of “civilization” that

3 Regarding Steinberg’s interchangeable usage, see his introduction of Reconstructionism, “The only name which
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would enable him to employ it as a “new thought tool” to achieve a constructive equilibrium
between Jewish collective life and the larger American environment.®® Andrew Bush and
Deborah Dash Moore assert that Kaplan’s use of “civilization” drew upon all the connotations of
culture but transcended them. They argue that Kaplan followed Oswald Spengler’s
conceptualization of civilization as the teleological apotheosis of culture in suggesting a
potentially unified American Jewish civilization to be “a progressive step beyond the European
Jewish heritage with its propensity to divide Jewish life along sectarian lines."°

Though Judaism as a Civilization was published the same year as Ruth Benedict’s
influential Patterns of Culture, based on the anthropological theories of Franz Boas, there is little
hint of Boas in Judaism as a Civilization.”® A Boasian understanding of “culture” would not have
served Kaplan’s strategic ends. Boas’ construction of culture was significantly oriented around a
national American conversation around race, especially constructions of racial hierarchies that
inevitably placed white Protestant Anglo-Saxons at the highest rung. Boas, a refugee from
(Germany because of both his radical views and his Jewish background, was well-known in
America as activist who worked to improve the prospects of African-Americans.!! He argued for
an understanding of culture that was oriented toward subverting conventional understandings of
race and undermining expressions of nationalism utilizing fixed racial hierarchies.

Kaplan was engaged in this thought work when the language of race, heavily deployed by
American Jews in the nineteenth century, no longer served them well as the color line hardened
after the 1896 U.S. Supreme Court decision Plessy v. Ferguson legitimated Southern Jim Crow
laws. Kaplan was interested in generating a category for Jews that placed them —in their own
eyes and in the eyes of the American majority, including legislators—beyond the black-white
race conversation. As Eric L. Goldstein argues in The Price of Whiteness, Kaplan helped to
create what ultimately became the category of ethnicity instead of redefining the category of
race.”* Because Kaplan did not seek to recover or rehabilitate “race” to revitalize the American
Jewish community, the term “culture™ as it was being redefined by Boas and his disciples was
not an interesting tool; it might have been counterproductive or even dangerous for Kaplan’s
purposes as nativist sentiment rose in America in the years following the Great War. Far more
compelling to Kaplan were expressions of nationalism such as those proposed by Ahad Ha’Am
or Horace Kallen, especially if they were purified of the imperialist tendencies against which
Boas warned.

For Schweid, the term “culture” allows for a rich and complex analysis as well as
prescription for vital Jewish communal life. It is as ambitious as Kaplan’s “civilization” and
perhaps more apt for the Israeli context. In Schweid’s view, modern Jewish “culture”—“the
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totality of material and intellectual creations (including their interdependencies) that are
produced and preserved by a human society”—is necessarily religious culture, since it emerged
in modern times as both a successor and an alternative to the premodern, wholly religious
wellschauung that preceded it. Schweid sees Jewish cultural production as an effort to maintain
continuity and vitality and to negotiate a separate and independent identity in modern society,
whether as a minority in Europe and America and as a majority in Israel.*® A cultural approach
enables complete self-expression, which necessarily presumes the same embrace of diversity that
Kaplan required, the same repudiation of an authoritatively binding religion based on
supernaturally revelation and the same recognition of the evolving nature of Jewish life.* Just as
Kaplan sought to reconstruct religion to make it persuasive to second-generation American Jews
trained in the scientific method, Schweid suggests a religiously informed understanding of
culture as a middle way between Orthodox Judaism and fierce secularism in Israel.%®

The chance of continuing the creation of Judaism as a holistic culture is
conditioned, then, on a change of approach to religion and its commands. Only
out of a positive relationship to religion as a realm of supreme values of the
Tewish culture will it be possible to establish a sufficiently stable normative
tradition that preserve a vital connection to history, to the Jewish sources, to Fretz
Yisrael, to the Hebrew language, and to forms of communal organization.*®

In Schweid’s view, a cultural perspective yields moral imperatives to engage with the wider
world rather than the retreat propounded by an Orthodox approach. At the same time, it
mandates a critique of that same wider world, most especially its “idolatrous social ethos” that
secular Judaism is too anemic to offer. Embrace of such a perspective, Schweid maintains, would
sustain both individual Jews and JTewish culture itself.*’

Culture Within Civilization

Even as Kaplan preferred civilization as the foundational term for his ideology, he was
deeply committed to culture as a critical and vitalizing expression of Jewish civilization, along
the lines mined by Schweid. Kaplan and his followers created extensive rhetoric as well as
demonstrations to promote Reconstructionism, generating significant cultural products
themselves, ranging from articles to novels to cantata to contemporary liturgy. Beyond their own
creations, a commitment to “arts and culture” was a central tenet of Reconstructionist Judaism.
From the earliest years of the Reconstructionist movement, ideclogues endeavored to foster the
creation of artistic and cultural “products” of the highest possible caliber, and to model such
creations whenever possible as a source of inspiration for artists and as a means of cultivating
appreciation and furthering the education of cultural consumers. Jewish culture was both an

B The Idea of Modern Jewish Culture, xi-xiv.
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outcome and an illustration of Kaplan’s redefinition of Judaism as a civilization. He drew on the
ideas of modernism and pragmatism in his discussion of and prescription for Jewish culture.

In Judaism as a Civilization, Kaplan named art and literature- —in various modalities and
in diverse languages—as constituent elements of any civilization.”® He asserted contemporary
cultural activities as one of the “inherent factors of conservation” impeding Jewish fragmentation
in the modern era™ and described them as “cultural folkways,” non-halakhic “affirmative
practices” that deepened Jewish awareness and identification, which he saw as both the means
and end of modern Jewish life. Kaplan recognized that art could not be legislated, but he sought
to “will” and “prepare” conditions to favor it.*®

Kaplan prescribed an extensive program for generating “abundant and variegated esthetic
[sic] creativity,” advocating the formation of choral societies, glee clubs, and quartets; the
expansion of Hebrew and Yiddish theater; the cultivation of a “distinctly Jewish” architecture for
Jewish public institutions; and the establishment of a Jewishly inflected design industry that
would enable Jewish homes to be decorated according to a Jewish aesthetic.! More than any
other realm, Kaplan believed that aesthetic creativity should infuse Jewish worship, “In
organizing public worship,” he wrote, “the aim should be to utilize as much as possible of
poetry, music, song, drama and the dance.” Included in this mandate was the incorporation of
figural representation in worship settings. In Kaplan’s view, the comprehensive interpretation of
the Second Commandment prohibiting “the use of human form™ was not only antiquated and
divorced from the original concern that inspired it, that is, “fear of idolatrous worship.” It was
also destructive in the way it risked the failure engaging modern Jews.5

The Reconstructionist embrace of culture was both akin to and different from the Zionist
movement’s promotion of culture as one means to create a new modern Jewish identity. As
spiritual Zionists, Kaplan and his followers saw in aesthetic expressions a path to develop a
positive Jewish identity, which they saw as an end in itself and as a bulwark against the
demoralization caused by anti-Semitism. Accordingly, from its earliest years, the editorial policy
of The Reconsiructionist heavily promoted the “Hebraization” of Jewish culture after Ahad Ha-
Am, reflecting the Reconstructionist placement of Zion at the center of their program in spite of
the movement’s orientation toward the American Jewish community.”® In deeply idealistic
language, the editors lauded the Palestinian and then Israeli population for venerating culture in
spite of and even as a result of the massive stresses they faced.>* They urged American Jews—

¥ Judaism as a Civilization, 179.

* Ibid., 61-65.

* Ibid., 452-59.

5! Ibid., 455-457. These were the modalities Kaplan designated as “cultural folkways” (ibid., 452) and which he
assessed as “inherent factors of conservation” in the face of the disintegration of Jewish identity and community
(ibid., 61).

2 Ibid., 458. See Deborah Waxman and Joyce Galpern Norden “The Challenge of Implementing
Reconstructionism: Art, Ideology, and the Society for the Advancement of Judaism’s Sanctuary Mural” for a
discussion of the mural “Elements of Palestine Old and New” that included figural representation and hung in the
sanctuary of the Society for the Advancement of Judaism, Kaplan’s synagogue in New York City [American Jewish
History, Vol. 95, No. 3 (September 2009): 195-224].

** Alan Mintz, “Introduction, Hebrew in America (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1993), 3.

3 See, for example, Ira Eisenstein, “What Concerts Do To Israelis,” The Reconstructionist, December 1,
1950/Kislev 22, 5711, 14-15.
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regardless of their religious or political orientation—to emulate the Israeli embrace of culture,
and encouraged the adoption of various cultural activities emerging out of Israel. 55 They also
pushed American Jews to support Palestinian/Israeli cultural efforts, both as an expression of
their Zionism and also because of the role that these cultural institutions could play in fostering
Jewish creativity for the entirety of world Jewry.’® And The Reconstructionist editorial position
insisted on the centrality of Hebrew, with editorials about its importance, urging support for
institutions that fostered Hebrew and writing about Hebrew writers as well as occasionally
publishing translations of poems and literature excerpts.”” In this way, the Reconstructionists
participated in the renaissance project that Schweid calls “a common denominator. . .for all the
Zionist streams: the desire to revive Hebrew, transforming it from a sacred language to one
capable of functioning in all spheres of civilization and culture.”

Yet even as the Reconstructionist program, especially its emphasis on Hebrew, was
consistent with a diaspora-situated cultural Zionism and was encouraging of the concrete cultural
accomplishments of political Zionism, it also gradually diverged from this vision in significant
ways. Ira Eisenstein, Kaplan’s son-in-law and successor at the Society for the Advancement of
Judaism, concluded a 1938 article “Art and Jewish Life” with the classical Zionist argument that
the full range of Jewish artistic creativity could only be realized in Palestine, and that the only
authentic Jewish art that diaspora Judaism could hope to contribute would be religious art. He
strongly encouraged such creativity, insisting that Jewish religious art, especially new prayer and
new music, could make religion more inspiring and thus enable religion to inspire more artists.>
Eisenstein later untied his cultural commitments from Zionism and began to encourage all forms
of Jewish artistic creativity everywhere, for their own sake and as a measure of Jewish vitality.
Kaplan followed his lead in his 1948 The Future of the American Jew, where he insisted that
creativity was possible and beneficial in every “zone” of Jewish existence and would help to
make Judaism entrancing and responsive to individual as well as communal and civilizational
needs.®’ With their editorial colleagues at the magazine, Kaplan and Eisenstein emerged as
anxious but hopeful about the prospects for Jewish creativity, unwilling to rule out diverse
expressions of Jewish creativity in the diaspora or limit them exclusively to the religious realm.5!

The Reconstructionists promoted culture as a strategy for revitalizing Jewish religion and
also as an end in itself. An embrace of culture and the creation of cultural products would be a
means of demonstrating how Judaism functioned as a civilization and would also ensute
meaningful entry points for Jews who were not interested in religion. The Reconstructionists
shared the Zionist commitment to art and, at times, the Zionist analysis and conclusions. Yet

% See Editorial, “T'wo Chapters a Day,” The Reconstructionist, March 10, 1939/Adar 19, 5699, 3-4.

% For a general example, see the editorial in support of establishing a musical academy, “Music Out of Zion,” The
Reconsiructionist, May 1, 1936/lyar 9, 5696, 6-7.

37 Jack J. Cohen, “Hebrew in American Jewish Life,” The Reconstructionist, May 24, 1940/Iyar 16, 5700, 5-9;
William Chomsky, “The Hebrew Language in the Jewish Curriculum,” The Reconstructionist, March 20,
1942/Nisan 2, 5702, 10-15 and “The Hebrew Language is Indispensable to Judaism,” The Reconsiructionist,
Cctober 18, 1943/Tishri 19, 5704, 14-17.

8 The ldea of Jewish Culture, 110,

* Ira Fisenstein, “Art and Jewish Life,” The Reconstructionist, February 11, 1938/Adar 110, 5698, 9.

8 Kaplan, Future of the American Jew, 357.

6! See editorial, “The Future of the Hebrew Arts in America,” The Reconstructionist, Junc 28, 1946/Sivan 29, 5706,
6.



13

Reconstructionism also insisted that culture could be vitalizing even if it were not attached to a
vision of political autonomy. This use of culture is distinct from “cultural Zionism” or Zionism
in any form since the Reconstructionist vision of culture did not exclusively rely on Zijon at the
center of Jewish life. Instead, they applied the cultural element of the Zionist program more
generally and more comprehensively to the whole of Judaism, without the nationalist and
political implications or ends. Implicitly, the Reconstructionist project came to more closely
resemble the ideology of secular Yiddish culture in its aspiration to create a seamless, sustaining,
comprehensive identity for American Jews, even as they promoted Hebrew over Yiddish.

Beyond “Civilization” to “Peoplehood”

As the above discussion about culture makes clear, Zionism played a major animating
role in early Reconstructionist thought. This is not entirely clear through an examination
exclusively of Judaism as a Civilization, since Kaplan composed the tome in response to a
precise set of questions about the future of American Judaism articulated in a competition
sponsored by an avowed anti-Zionist.? The book’s sub-title, “Toward a Reconstruction of
American-Jewish Life,” suggests why Kaplan did not give extensive treatment to the political
movement of Zionism. %

Nonetheless, Kaplan worked to articulate an expression of spiritual Zionism that diverged
from his mentor Ahad Ha-Am in its recovery of Jewish religious practice and its orientation to an
American audience.®* Kaplan mistrusted the purely political approach of mainstream Zionism.
He thought it impoverished by the ways that its promulgators tended to dismiss religious
perspectives and weakened by its repudiation of the prospect of positive and sustainable Jewish
life in the diaspora, a belief which contradicted the aspirations and lived experiences of
American Jews. Zion would be central in Kaplan’s vision of American Jewish life, but love of it
would neither negate the diaspora theoretically nor require abandonment of a life in America that
many Jews found desirable and full of promise.5°

However, Zionism also complicated Reconstructionist commitments, strategies and
impact. From his earliest years as a public intellectual, Kaplan was preoccupied with Jewish
status in the modern world. Two world wars only heightened his concern about the precarious

52 Scult, Judaism Faces the Twentieth Century, 338-341.

8 Kaplan, Judaism as a Civiiization, 513, 219.

5 See Judaism as a Civilization, 515-516. Kaplan acknowledged Ahad Ha-Am as a major influence and this
intersection is among the most heavily explored. See Scult, Jtdaism Faces the Twentieth Century, 309-12; Shargel,
“Kaplan and Israel Friedlaender” 96-98; Richard Libowitz, Mordecai M. Kaplan and the Development of
Reconstructionism (New York: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1983), 42-53: Meir Ben-Horin, “Ahad Ha-Am in Kaplan:
Roads Crossing and Parting,” in The American Judaism of Mordecai M, Kaplan, ed., Emanuel S. Goldsmith, Mel
Scult, and Robert M. Seltzer (New York: New York University Press, 1990), 221-233; Steven J. Zipperstein, “On
Reading Ahad Ha’am as Mordecai Kaplan Read Him,” Jewish Social Studies: History, Culture, Society n.s. 12, no.
2 (Winter 2006); 30-38.

8 Beth S. Wenger is not alone in her observation that Kaplan had deep faith in American political principles even if
they were not well fulfilled in the environment in which Kaplan was writing (“Making American Civilization
Jewish: Mordecai Kaplan’s Civil Religion,” Jewish Social Studies: History, Culture, Society n.s. 12, no. 2 (Winter
2006): 62.
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status of the world’s Jews. The establishment of the State of Israel was both cause for celebration
and a challenge for thinkers who sought to affirm diaspora existence.

In Judaism as a Civilization, Kaplan used tortured language to try to articulate a
conceptualization of the Jewish people that would accommodate a humanistic outlook as well as
contemporary political and civic arrangements, would foster non-chauvinistic identification and
would nurture individual as well as collective self-realization.®0 A “nation” referred to any group
that shared all or almost all characteristics. A “nationality” was any group that sought to become
a nation. “Nationhood” referred to those “bonds of unity which make a group either a nationality
or nation.” Though he preferred “nationhood” for its capacity to accommodate transnational,
transformational components, in Judaism as a Civilization he used all three terms.5” Yet none of
these terms precisely captured the worldwide situation of Jews or their aspirations; none of them
engaged non-Zjonists who felt communion with Jews around the world; none of them helped
Kaplan and his followers respond to critics or educate potential followers. Furthermore,
observers pointed out that Kaplan’s usage contradicted recent usage by the U.S. Supreme Court,
which referred to a group occupying a definite geographic area. By 1942, Kaplan assessed that
this failure to communicate a complex phenomenon about the status of the Jewish people at the
heart of the Reconstructionist approach, impeded adoption by Jews of the Reconstructionist
philosophy of Judaism as a civilization. Given Kaplan’s political preoccupations, a shift into
using “culture” would not have resolved these problems.

Kaplan raised his concerns about the limitations of his rhetoric at a gathering of rabbis
and lay people as they discussed a new Reconstructionist platform. In the robust discussion that
followed language was suggested to replace the term “nationhood”: “religious-nationalism,”
“nationality-hood”; and “peoplehood.” Kaplan himself first used “peoplehood” in reflections on
how the Reform movement’s 1937 Columbus Platform embraced “people” in a way
unimaginable to the authors of the earlier Pittsburgh Platform. Responding to Kaplan’s point,
educator Jacob Golub raised a reservation about adopting “peoplehood” to explicate
Reconstructionism, suggesting that it would be perceived as a challenge to political Zionism.
There was no immediate endorsement of any of new terminology.

By the next Reconstructionist gathering in 1944, Reconstructionist ideologues were using
the term expansively. Kaplan asserted the concept of peoplehood in the first lines of his opening
address: “Reconstructionism assumes the organic unity and peoplehood of Israel, Its program
calls for the realization of that unity through an appropriate over-all social structure and through
workable types of local organization.”® Samuel Dinin’s “Preparing for the Jewish

5 Ihid., 231, 236.

5 Pianko points out the Kaplan acknowledged Zimmern for these definitions (“Reconstructing Judaism,
Reconstructing America,” 46, see Kaplan, Judaism as a Civilization, 264,

% Sec the notes as preserved in “Summer conference notes,” June 26-28, 1942; Ira Eisenstein papers, RG 3; RS
2.3.1; Box 6; Folder 9; Reconstructionist Archives, and Eugene Kohn, “The Reconstructionist Summer
Conference,” The Reconstructionist, October 2, 1942/Tishri 21, 5703, 16-17. Golub’s point also calls attention to the
fact that "peoplehood,” though a new linguistic invention, nonetheless refers to a discourse around nationalism and
identity that had been active since at least the nineteenth century, especially in Europe [see John Lie, Modern
Peoplehood (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004).

% “Reconstructionism as Both a Chailenging and Unifying Influence,” The Reconstructionist, October 6,

1944/ Tishre 19, 5705, 16-21,
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Commonwealth” demonstrated the most interesting use of the term and paved the way for how
Reconstructionists and ultimately others began to use it. Dinin tamed the potential challenge
raised in 1942 by Jacob Golub and used it in the service of an American Zionism that defended
the right of diasporic existence even as it called for Jewish political autonomy within defined
geographic borders.” Early in his talk, Dinin lightly defined “peoplehood,” asserting “We [Jews]
are a historic people. Our religion and culture derive from our peoplehood, from our history as a
people.” He fleshed out how this history led to ambiguous status and understanding, by both
Jews and non-Jews. Drawing on rhetoric previously used to explicate “civilization,” Dinin
sought to clarify the ambiguity. “Peoplehood connotes more than a religion; it connotes a
compmon language, a common literature, historic memories, common hopes and aspirations, a
hink with a land, as well as a common religion.” Jews could be members of the Jewish people
and citizens of their home nations with no conflict in loyalty; indeed, particularism could “add to
the entichment of American life.” The argument was the same as the one that cultural pluralists
had been making for more than three decades. The language of peoplehood was new and helpful
in the way it enabled categorization and conceptualization. It also helped make the case for
Zionism, which was promoting a political vision that in certain manifestations could legitimately
be seen as incompatible with a commitment to America. “Peoplehood” helped to further the
Brandeisian synthesis of American Zionists by providing new language for it and suggested a
way to assuage non-Zionist anxieties about charges of “dual loyalties.””! Speaking directly about
“the meaning of Zionism to American Jewish life,” Dinin asserted “Zionism is a reaffirmation of
the peoplehood. ..of Israel. Such a reaffirmation was and is necessary in the face of the
assertions of certain Jews that Judaism is a religion only, and in face of the paradoxical position
of the Jewish people among the nations of the world.”™

The clarity that emerged for the Reconstructionists around articulation of the term
“peoplehood” shaped their approach to Zionism in the years leading up to Israeli independence,
and then became the rallying cry for a post-state mandate for the Zionist movement. In the spring
of 1954, Kaplan was invited by his Jewish Theological Seminary colleague Moshe Davis to give
a series of six lectures for the Seminary-Israel Institute, co-sponsoted by JTS and the Jewish
Agency for Palestine; the lectures were published in 1955 by the Theodore Herzl Institute as A
New Zionism.” Kaplan offered peoplehood—“the oneness and indivisibility of world Jewry”—
as the basis of a new post-state Zionism, which would at the same time directly support the
existence and well-being of the new and threatened state and would also foster the relationship to
and well-being of diaspora Jewry.™ Kaplan’s proposition was a repudiation of Eastern European

"0 Dinin’s 1944 call for a commonwealth did not presume political independence (i.e., statechood) as much as
autonomy. It was consistent with the Zionist vision Kaplan promoted. In his January 1948 publication 7he Future of
the American Jew (that is, on the eve of Isracli statchood), Kaplan deliberately promoted the concept of
commonwealth status for Eretz Yisrael. Commonwealth status would ensure the necessary prerequisites of
occupation of a “definite territory and self-government,” but it “need not and should not be a Sovereign nation”
(emphasis original) (Kaplan, The Future of the American Jew, 66). For further contextualization, see Pianko,
Zionism and the Road Not Taken, 95-133,

7! The potential for disloyalty was a central concern of leaders of the American J ewish Committee and the American
Council for Judaism aroused by Zionism. See Jonathan Sarna, American Judaism: A History (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 2004), 334-335.

"2 Dinin, “Preparing for the Jewish Commeonwezlth,” The Reconstructionist, Vol. 10, No. 13, November 3,
1944/Heshvan 17, 5705, 14-21.

7 Unpaginated. A4 New Zionism was republished jointly with the Jewish Reconstructionist Press in 1950,

™ Mordecai M. Kaplan, 4 New Zionism, tpt., (New York: The Herzl Press/The Jewish Reconstructionist Press), 41,
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pre-state Zionism and the statist solution enforced by founding Israeli prime minister David Ben
Gurion, which insisted that diasporic Judaism was unsustainable and that American Jewish
Zionists must emigrate to Israel. Insisting that post-state Zionism required a “re-orientation,”
Kaplan proposed the same Copernican revolution for Zionism that he had nearly fifty years
earlier for the whole of Judaism: Zionism should exist for the Jews, not the Jews for Zionism.”
He urged Zionism after 1948 to live up to its potential as more than just a political movement but
a “modern religious or messianic movement.”” The goals of all Zionists, he claimed, should be

to reconstitule our peoplehood, reclaim our ancient homeland and revitalize our
Jewish way of life. Each of these three objectives should be pursued with the end
in view, both in Israel and in the Diaspora, of developing such interpersonal and
intergroup relations as are likely to help us become more fully human. That is to
be our religion and our mission.”’

The means to fully formulate such a new mandate for Zionism would be a “permanent
international Jewish conference” that was created by some institution for precisely that end.”8
One of its goals shouid be to work for recognition of world Jewry as “an international People,
with the Jewish community in the State of Israel as its nucleus.””” Judaism should be understood
as “a non-creedal religious civilization, centered in loyalty to the body of the Jewish People
throughout the world.”® All of this should be communicated by the creation of a new platform
that would replace the 1897 Basel Platform.%!

In August 1957, the World Zionist Congress convened such an ideological conference in
Jerusalem, and Kaplan traveled to Israel to deliver two papers, “The Next Step in Zionism” and
“The Third Approach in Zionism.” In these addresses, he argued that post-state Zionism needed
to be reformed and renewed to fashion an affirming relationship to the diaspora Jewish
community and to recognize that loyalty to Israel did not necessarily mean loyalty to the State.?
Kaplan reported on the conference to his followers after his return, deeming it “inconclusive”
and noting that, among the participants, only he, his colleague Robert Gordis and renowned
historian Salo W. Baron believed in a “normal” (that is, not abnormal), vital diasporic existence.
This realization pushed him to evolve his own views regarding the centrality of land as a
constituent element of civilization. Land was still critical, but rhetoric around it needed to be

®Ibid., 21.

6 Thid., 28,

77 Ibid., 45 (emphasis original).

7 Ibid., 15.

" Ibid., 108.

% Ibid., 112 (emphasis original).

8 Tbid., 128.

% Mordecai M. Kaplan, “The Third Approach to Zionism,” Forum for the Problems of Zionism, Jewry and the State
of Israel: Proceedings of the Jerusalem Ideological Conference (Jerusalem: The World Zionist Organization,
1959), 320-21. This paper was published in Kaplan’s 1958 collection Judaism Without Supernaturalism, 153-176.
Mordecai M. Kaplan, “The Next Step in Zionism,” Forum for the Problems of Zionism, Jewry and the State of
Israel, 35. At this conference, Isracli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurien famously announced that one could not
remain in America and call him or herself a Zionist. Ben-Gurion was responding to World Zionist Organization
president Nahum Goldmann’s belief in the gradual alivah of Diaspora Jews, not Kaplan’s endorsement of the
continued existence of the Diaspora. Ben-Gurion’s remarks received international coverage; see “Religion: Two

Kinds of Jews,” Time, August 26, 1957, hitp//www.time.com/time/printout/0,8816.862715.00.html#,
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meodified: Kaplan argued that “the Jewish People can no longer be expected to become a
landbound people” and that even as it functioned as the Jewish people’s homeland, Israel should
not be viewed as the place of residence for all or even most Jews. 5

Kaplan continued to work on convincing the Zionist movement to recreate itselfin the
wake of statehood. After the conferénce, Kaplan chaired a commission of the Zionist
Organization of America, struggling in the face of a precipitous drop in membership after the
political success of Israeli statehood in 1948, that urged the world Zionist movement, with little
success, to adopt an ideology of “Greater Zionism” recognizing the priority of Jewish
peoplehood over and above the centrality of the State of Israel.**

Thus, even as the Reconstructionist mandate for “civilization” softened after the Second
World War, in part due to a world-wide retreat from nationalism, and there cmerged greater
comfort with “culture,” neither term fully satisfied Reconstructionists. The emergence of the
State of Israel, and especially the policies of mamlakhtiut pursued in its early years, created new
challenges for Zionists who also wanted to continue to affirm diaspora existence. Embrace of the
term “culture” offered no resolution because of its Zionist usage, as amply demonstrated by
Schweid. “Peoplebood” assumed many functions that “civilization” previously did in the
Reconstructionist imagination, and also allowed for a polemical correction in its presumption of
bi-directionality between a primary Jewish civilization in Israel and vibrant, ongoing diaspora
communities in America and around the world. More generally, peoplehood imbued with less
precise meanings quickly leapt into the Jewish and then general lexicon.®>

Conclusion
Any conversation about culture is an elite conversation. As Schweid himself identifies,

“Culture” is...an expression of the attribute of humanity resulting from an
intended and purposeful self-improvement and cultivation: broad-ranging and
systematic knowledge, rich language that is precise and elegant, esthetic
appearance and expression, refined artistic sensibility, moral and well considered
behavior, fine manners. These are the hallmarks of a refined and well-bred
cultured individual who aspires to perfection, whose education distinguishes him
from the natural, barbaric, primitive, or aboriginal person.5¢

8 Kaplan, Judaism Without Supernaturalism, 177, 182-83, (Kaplan also consistently made the point that religious
heterodoxy across the Jewish religion needed to be tolerated in all zones of Jewish settlement.)

¥ Editorial, “Zionism at the Crossroads,” The Reconstructionist, October 31, 1958, 3; “Basic Aims and Purposes of
the World Zionist Movement,” The Reconstructionist, October 31, 1958, 24,

% In the early 1960s, the Reconstructionist movement was granted indirect credit for the creation of the term
“peoplebood.” In 1961, a new edition of Webster’s New International Dictionary was published that included the
term, listing 7ime magazine as the source. Ira Eisenstein, by then serving as president of the Jewish
Reconstructionist Foundation, wrote to Time to inquire about their sources. They replied that the term was used in
their June 23, 1961 profile of Mordecai Kaplan on the occasion of his eightieth birthday (celcbrated by six hundred
well-wishers). Board of directors minutes, December 20, 1961; JRF records, I-71; Box 6; Folder 3.

¥ The Idea of Modern Jewish Culture, 3-4.



18

Kaplan focused on civilization because he was seeking the broadest possible unifying concept
for Jews across their diversity. He was seeking to spark a mass movement. Yet, ironically, he
himself was an elite by every measure—by background as the son of a rabbi tapped for Rabbi
Jacob Joseph’s court in New York City; by education, both secular and religious; by
preoccupation; by style; by the methods he prescribed. This mismatch—elite strategies designed
for a mass movement—is one reason for the limited success of Kaplan’s vision.

Culture, too, lends itself to individual aspirations, since cultural products express one
individual’s interior life, even as this expression is shaped by the larger society. Kaplan also
preferred civilization because it gave him a collective basis for mediating individual aspirations.
In this he was thoroughly modern, insisting that Jewish communal leaders must accommodate
diversity and create opportunities for individual self-satisfaction within the community. A robust
civilization with appropriate organic communal organization, he insisted, would be
capaciousness enough to meet all these needs. But Kaplan never grasped the degree to which
individualism would penetrate the American Jewish community. Kaplan remained deeply
committed to a conception of the collective. He embraced Horace Kallen’s theory of cultural
pluralism in part because it mapped onto Durkehimian cultural autonomy so well. He never
conceded that American Jews might be able to understand themselves differently and, even if the
external environment could and did change so completely to enable this, that American Jews
would want to understand themselves differently.

The major divergence between Kaplan and Schweid mirrors the classical Zionist debate
about the viability of diaspora Judaism. Though a life-long Zionist committed to Israel’s well-
being, Kaplan was ultimately a leader of diaspora Jewry who believed that American democracy
offered its Jewish residents an unprecedented opportunity to create a flourishing and relevant
community. Schweid is far more open to the possibility of Jewish well-being outside of the land
or state of Israel than Eastern European political Zionists who theorized much of early Zionist
thought, dominated first waves of aliyah, and set policy in the early years of statehood. And he is
deeply respectful of Kaplan’s thought and efforts. Yet Schweid ultimately believes that the
intersection of civilization and culture brought to life in Israel is the best opportunity for Jewish
self-realization. He is convinced in part because of the heavily qualified success of the
Reconstructionist experiment in America. However influential Kaplan was at mid-century and
even to this day, much of his vision was never realized. The Reconstructionist movement
inspired by Kaplan remains on the cutting edge of the American Jewish community but is small
and rarely credited for its innovations.

In spite of this dnvergence, the two thinkers share a great deal. Both are deeply
committed to a comprehensive system that provided continuity with what came before
and also rose to the challenges of the “revolutionary present” that required “radical
transformation.”¥” Both are activist academics who want to vitalize Judaism so that it is
meaningful and sustaining to modern Jews. In this commitment, they are both open to the
best of modernity yet also critical of its excesses. Kaplan was concerned about
mechanization and industrialization that leads to a devaluation of human life, nationalist
chauvinism that leads to war and genocide, and an over-valuation of the individual that
leaves no room for Jewish unity. Schweid shares these concerns and adds to them a fierce

¥ The Idea of Modern Jewish Culture, 103,
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critique of consumerism and postmodernism. Both see a high cost to secularization and
the loss of moral focus, and both seek expanded influence for a reconstructed version of
religion to provide a correction. And both are fundamentally philosophers and leaders of
the entirety of the Jewish people, understanding that all communities, regardless of their
location, are bound up not only in the Jewish past but also the Jewish future. At core,
Kaplan’s and Schweid’s shared commitments overcome the distinctions between
“civilization” and “culture” and between Kaplan’s Diaspora-oriented spiritual Zionism
and Schweid’s Israel-focused cultural Zionism. In the end, they are united in their
commitment to “worldwide Jewish peoplehood.”

As a scholar and leader of Reconstructionist Judaism, I am continuously inspired by
Kaplan’s passion for breathing life into liberal Judaism and the audacious methods he used. It is
this willingness to use any tool and any analysis that I think is the most compelling aspect of his
methodology for the current moment, so full of disruption. So too, Schweid’s passion and his
pungent critique are arresting. His prescription for cultural generativity, however, has limited
application for the liberal Jewish community in the United States, since most American non-
Orthodox Jews have limited capacity in Hebrew. (Our Canadian counterparts, both English- and
French-speaking, are frequently more capable, in part because of Canada’s commitment to
multilingualism that helps to foster an embrace of Hebrew.) This impoverishment presents an
ongoing challenge to religious and communal leaders interested in drawing deeply on Israeli
cultural production, even as translations now abound. And American Jews are still more familiar
with political expressions of Zionism than the cultural expressions Schweid promotes. This
conflation is at times a naive unwillingness to distinguish between them and at other times a
sophisticated understanding that they cannot be separated.

In the end, both thinkers offer insights and challenges worth heeding. Schweid
acknowledges that “Israel is facing the full range of postmodernist challenges in all spheres of
civilization and culture.”® So too American Judaism, even as neither community has fully come
to terms with the monumental challenges introduced by modernity. Schweid seeks to correct
some of the excesses and missteps of nationalism with his prescription for culture. Where Kaplan
helped to create the category of ethnicity in the twentieth century, his thought is challenged by
twenty-first century conceptions of postethnicity. Both thinkers face the challenges of
unprecedented globalization and fluid construction of identities and communities. As David
Hollinger writes, the challenge to members of “communities of descent” in the face of many
choices and porous boundaries to find ways to renew ourselves so that our children might choose
to devote their energies to them even after experiencing opportunities for affiliating with other
groups and other types of people.® Heirs of Kaplan and of Schweid, we have much work to do.

8 The Idea of Modern Jewish Culture, 259,
% David A. Hollinger, Postethnic America: Beyond Multiculturalism, rev. ed. (New York: Basic Books, 2006),119.
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